"A major aim of the workshop was to look for common threads that would make it easier to define the mechanism of autoimmune diseases and the role of environmental agents," says Heindel. "No significant common threads were noted [at the workshop], which means that we still have to examine each disease individually, which makes for a much bigger problem. We still hope that, as more data are accumulated, common threads will appear."
Perhaps the most pressing need identified at the workshop is for a nationwide surveillance system to establish the occurrence of autoimmune disease. Such a system would also help identify clusters that might be associated with a particular environmental exposure, cohorts for study, and susceptible populations. Dori Germolec, a group leader of the NIEHS Environmental Immunology Laboratory, says, "Many people agreed we need a better nationwide registry for autoimmune diseases, both the specific diseases themselves and autoimmune diseases as a whole."
Genetic factors have been shown to play a role in the development of autoimmune diseases. For example, in a review In the belief that dialogue is the first step to resolving the environmental problems society currently faces, the NIEHS has instituted a series of regional town meetings to be hosted by various NIEHS Environmental Health Sciences Centers. These meetings are aimed at giving a voice to the myriad groups (including local, state, and federal health officials, policy makers, academicians, and members of the community) interested in public health and the environment.
The first town meeting was held 17-18 September 1998 and was hosted by the Environmental and Occupational Health Sciences Institute, a program of the University of Medicine and Dentistry of New Jersey-Robert Wood Johnson Medical School and Rutgers University. This event set the goals for the planned series of town meetings. The primary goal is to provide a platform for open dialogue to encourage better coordination among the health professionals working on community exposures, industrial exposures and pesticides, site-specific exposures and cluster issues, and other environmental issues that impact human health. A secondary goal is to promote local and state media coverage of environmental health to broaden public understanding.
Three more town meetings (listed below) are currently scheduled around the United States, and more are planned for later in 1999.
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